Spiritually-motivated restrictions on animal products have a limited impact on consumption of healthy plant-based foods.
ABSTRACTPlant-based diets are considered healthier than many omnivorous diets. However, it is unclear that restriction of animal products necessarily motivates increased consumption of nutrient- and fiber-rich plant-based foods as opposed to energy-dense but nutrient-poor plant-based foods containing refined grains and added sugars and fats. This study examined food frequency questionnaire and food record data from 99 individuals in the United States with varying degrees of adherence to the Orthodox Christian tradition of restricting meat, dairy, and egg (MDE) products for 48 days prior to Easter to investigate whether restricting MDE products in the absence of explicit nutritional guidance would lead to increased consumption of healthy plant-based foods and greater likelihood of meeting dietary recommendations. Multiple linear regression models assessed changes in major food groups, energy, and nutrients in relation to the degree of reduction in MDE consumption. Logistic regression analyses tested the odds of meeting 2015-2020 Dietary Guidelines for Americans on plant-based foods in relation to MDE restriction. Each serving reduction in MDE products was associated with small (~0.1-0.7 serving) increases in legumes, soy products, and nuts/seeds (all p-values&lt;0.005). MDE restriction was not associated with higher odds of meeting recommendations on vegetable, fruit, or whole grain intake. Consumption of refined grains and added sugars did not change in relation to MDE restriction but remained above recommended thresholds, on average. These findings demonstrate that a reduction of MDE products for spiritual purposes may result in increases in some nutrient-rich plant-based foods but may not uniformly lead to a healthier dietary composition.